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INTRODUCTION



Since the beginning of cinema history in the late nineteenth century, film has been the vehicle by which many fashions have emerged and been disseminated to a wide and eager audience. No longer the prerogative of the big screen, this phenomena has been extended to the small screen, with the role of fashion playing an integral part in the action. The money flooding into TV is the result of a boom in production by US streaming companies such as Disney+, Netflix, Amazon and Apple, TV is no longer the poor relation.

As streaming services compete for relevance and attention, actively positioning themselves as a replacement for the cinema experience, budgets and production values are ever more substantial, including those for costume design, particularly when dramas extend into several series such as Stranger Things (see here), Gentleman Jack (see here) and Euphoria (see here). This allows the designer to work with a bigger budget as the series become successful.

Small-screen dramas also feature eccentric and esoteric subject matter not necessarily appropriate or considered commercially viable on a big screen obsessed with IMAX-sized special effects. A costume designer is charged with creating a convincing character derived from the abstract text of a screenplay, solely through an illuminating configuration of clothes either created afresh or combined from extant sources. In an immersive visual medium, rooted in the voyeurism of narrative and spectacle, the designer can wordlessly manipulate the latent power of apparel to outline the aspirations, psychology and sentiments of a fictitious or historical character.

Where the actor takes on the mantle of realistic portrayal derived from a script, the designed costume can command subliminal amplification as the willing audience is subconsciously imprinted with the personality traits of the role model – the glamour, the heroism or anti-heroism, even the sheer beauty – which is revealed or reinforced through dress. Female protagonists are made to gain allure by fairytale tropes, like the Cinderella story, as the transformative power of clothes is used to move the character forward, charting their development as they transition through the drama.

Garments are deployed to symbolise various life changes. Visual and dramatic audacity is achieved through the introduction of the unexpected, as with the murderous seductress Villanelle (Jodie Comer) in Killing Eve (see here), wearing her frou-frou Molly Goddard layers of tulle.


[image: Illustration]

While cooling her Basque-registered (...666), Moto Guzzi superbike in the shade of a Tuscan olive grove, Villanelle, the psychopathic protagonist of Killing Eve, teams denim cut-offs named after Daisy Duke, the heroine of The Dukes of Hazzard (1979–1985). Villanelle wears them with Dr. Martens boots and a pussycat bow blouse, custom-made in mint green by Chloé.



Designing for different genres requires a different approach, evidenced in the organisation of the book into chapters: Comedy, Coming of Age, Crime, Historical, Retro and Contemporary. Fashion is used to enhance the experience of the viewer: to lighten the atmosphere in a comedy, even for the clothes to be comedic in themselves – as with Moira Rose (Catherine O’Hara) in Schitt’s Creek (see here) – to create tension in a drama, to shift the mood with a change of colour palette or even to signal a change in the direction of a plot. Clothes are deployed to define character: an idiosyncratic role will require whimsical clothes or a strong woman in the political arena will sport sharp-shouldered tailoring, only to don a sexy dress when off duty to emphasise her contradictions or her vulnerability. Sometimes the influence of a look is all pervasive, as with Peaky Blinders (see here), which continues to exert influence on male dressing. Fashion is never simply used as a mechanism of display, or just as an adjunct to the plot, it is integral to the narrative. As Polonius says in Hamlet (1599–1601): ‘For the apparel oft proclaims the man.’

Although Hollywood costume designer Edith Head said that ‘motion-picture designers should not deliberately attempt to influence women’s style in general’, the easy accessibility of what is seen on the small screen provides stylistic inspiration for the viewer. ‘What the character wore’ websites make it possible to sofa surf and buy into the latest trends seen on a character, transforming the actors into instant influencers. The economic impact of small-screen fashion on the industry is significant. Luxury brands are eager for the association with a fashion phenomenon such as Sex and the City (1998–2004) and the follow-on series And Just Like That... (see here). From being a niche shoe designer, Manolo Blahnik became a household name with the first season; by 2000, the brand was selling 30,000 pairs of shoes at US department store Neiman Marcus alone. Brands have come to understand that TV dramas are far more influential communicators in the arousal of desire than any name that solely appears on the runway or the red carpet; the sofa has become the new front row.








COMEDY



Designing costumes for comedy drama presents an opportunity to intensify the implicit humour of both the cast and the situations in which they find themselves. Clothes may be employed to exaggerate or draw attention to the comedic aspects of a character. They can be used to telegraph or reinforce aspects of a personality that are inherently funny. Comedic effect is achieved through various means: unorthodox silhouettes, changes in proportion – clothes are too large or too small – or a wardrobe that reveals obvious vulgarity or excessive wealth.

Clothes can also designate who is the fall guy, emphasise the blinkered idiosyncrasies of an individual or wittily define the misplaced outsider, such as Moira (Catherine O’Hara), the matriarch of the Rose family in the Schitt’s Creek (see here) series. She is portrayed wearing her out-of-place couture in the local Schitt’s Creek diner, adorned with one of her family of fantastic wigs.

This is a dissonant situation familiar to the protagonist in Emily in Paris (see here), where her every detail is finessed – from the brightly coloured berets to the colour matched accessories; it is an aesthetic in contrast to the chic understatement of her colleagues in the series.

The humour in the comedy drama Grace and Frankie (see here) is predicated on their divergent personalities, emphasised by the differences in their attire: groomed, high-maintenance Grace Hanson (Jane Fonda) paired with former hippy Frankie Bergstein (Lily Tomlin).
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In the comedy drama Grace and Frankie, ex-hippy Frankie (right) introduces the polychromatic hand-knitted ‘conflict-resolution sweater’ from her commune days in an attempt to get her and Grace’s ex-husbands, Sol (Sam Waterston, left) and Robert (Martin Sheen), to talk: ‘You can’t storm off, you have to deal with each other.’ It is impossible to overlook the livid rainbow-crafted allusions embedded in this artefact, which is rooted in the Age of Aquarius originating at the height of hippiness at the end of 1960s psychedelic optimism.



The wise-cracking badinage in And Just Like That... (see here) accords with the wardrobe decisions of the self-aware protagonists, choices that fuelled an ongoing fascination with the costumes of Carrie Bradshaw (Sarah Jessica Parker). Humorous incongruity is utilised when the normally graceful and stylish Carrie, ashamed of her smoking habit, dons her special smoking outfit for the benefit of the neighbours when strolling to inhale her single illicit cigarette. Wearing a navy hoodie, Batsheva’s enveloping $125 pink gingham house dress, double babushka headscarves and Jimmy Choo’s spangled sunglasses with lilac rubber gloves, she is triple-bagged to protect herself, her reputation and her high-end wardrobe from any taint of cigarette smoke. Scenes from the filming of the drama were launched to social media on a daily basis, resulting in luxury brands, including Bulgari, Louis Vuitton, Dior, Prada, Celine and Alexander McQueen, becoming eager to associate with the influential show.





 

 

 


CALL MY AGENT!

(DIX POUR CENT)

ANNE SCHOTTE, CARINE SARFATI (2015–2020)



International stars clamoured to play a fictionalised version of themselves in the witty and self-referencing drama Call My Agent! The original French title of Dix Pour Cent (10%) refers to the cut that agents charge for representation. Created by Fanny Herrero and Dominique Besnehard – drawing from his own experience as the best-known casting agent in France – the series is set in the office of the Agence Samuel Kerr (ASK) in Paris.

For inspiration, French-born costumier, Anne Schotte, researched the wardrobes of agents she knew, whose style she describes as ‘professional, yet in the know’, adding:

‘We here are terrified of vulgarity, which leads to little experimentation. The general idea is to build a wardrobe based on time-tested basics: a trench coat, a simple black sweater, a masculine coat, a simple white T-shirt.’

Carine Sarfati took over costume for the second season from Schotte, who returned in 2018 for the rest of the series. Each episode features a real-life celebrity whose level of fame is concomitant with the increasing popularity of the series as it progresses: Juliette Binoche, Monica Bellucci, Isabelle Huppert and Charlotte Gainsbourg all appear, and are willing to satirise their public image for comedic effect.

The drama opens with the death of the founder of the agency Samuel Kerr (Alain Rimoux) – he swallows a wasp while on holiday in Brazil – and follows the subsequent play for power by the wily senior agent Mathias Barneville (Thibault de Montalembert) and his colleagues Andréa Martel (Camille Cottin), Gabriel Sarda (Grégory Montel) and Arlette Azémar (Liliane Rovère), aided by their assistants Hervé André-Jezak (Nicolas Maury), Noémie Leclerc (Laure Calamy) and Camille Valentini (Fanny Sidney). Agency staff are beleaguered by the caprice of wayward clients, broken contracts, accident-prone film sets and competition from a rival agency, StarMédia. They find themselves cast in supplementary roles – as therapists, babysitters and troubleshooters. At the same time, they are attempting to navigate their personal lives and relationships. Mathias is having an affair with his assistant Noémie, there is a romance between dishevelled idealist Gabriel and aspiring actress Sofia Leprince (Stéfi Celma), and Andréa endeavours to balance the demands of new parenthood with her other new role as agency head.
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Distanced by age from the underplayed elegance of her colleagues, and with a physicality resonant of both French author Colette and Sonia Rykiel, doyenne of French fashion design with her wild and curly bob and Left Bank flair, veteran agent Arlette appears as a throwback to the 1970s, the heyday of her youth. She has the advantage of the Chanel-inspired classic indicators of establishment status. She is rendered serious and businesslike by her soft-tailored cardigan jacket, worn coordinated with a closely toned, long dress with a gentle, pearl-trimmed, wide neckline to frame the festooned necklaces – a madeleine pendant and gold chains with a chunky amethyst. She combines these with a whimsical brooch, bold earrings and a bouquet of roses.
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Agency staff gather at Agence Samuel Kerr (ASK) with Andréa, central to the group, personifying effortless chic. She is stylish enough to represent actors, yet subtle; her wardrobe is built around timeless pieces such as this narrow fitting, single-breasted, knee-length coat in dark emerald green, a stray toning shade among her wardrobe staples of navy and grey. She is flanked by agency boss Mathias – corporate in his bespoke three-piece suit and tie – the unshaven Gabriel in an open-necked shirt, who represents Bobo culture (bourgeois bohème), and Arlette in a classic knitted edge-to-edge jacket in bouclé wool by Chanel. Also in the office are Sofia with her youthful Afro, Noémie the mistress in a vivid orange pin-tucked body-con dress and the unassuming Camille, the office intern, in her jeans and unadorned print top.



Andréa epitomises the legendary Parisian archetype – slender, understated, effortlessly sexy yet elegant. Her wardrobe is confined to shades of navy or grey. While her sharply tailored jackets – often from Zadig & Voltaire or Zara – are fitted at the waist and cropped to show the curve of the hips. Andréa’s direct style is a reflection of her managerial responsibilities; she tends to wear her tailored pieces with a plain silk shirt or thin jersey tee, cinched into tight low-rise trousers or skinny jeans, and accessorised with an unadorned, voluminous tote bag. This constraint is offset by unobtrusive make-up, glowing skin, loose shoulder-length hair and perfect legs shod in Christian Louboutin heels. By night, Andréa shows her taste for spine-revealing dresses and, for the Cannes Film Festival opening ceremony, she dons a 1960s-inspired metallic shift dress by Australian designer Martin Grant.


[image: Illustration]

Introduced into the series as Hollywood royalty, Sigourney Weaver avails herself of the starry privileges of entitlement with her challenges and demands. Dressed casually, over a simple white scoop-necked T-shirt she wears a crisp, open shirt in white and indigo, symmetrically pattern-dyed by the kokechi shibori technique. This esoteric and expensive dyeing process excludes the indigo pigment from controlled zones by tightly blind-binding areas of the raw fabric before it is placed in the dye bath. At breakfast, Weaver takes objection to her ‘senior’ suite at her hotel and requires that Camille, self-effacing in her autumnal shades, should cut up her food for her.
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In a couture, red-carpet evening dress, and in character as herself, Juliette Binoche admits to looking like a ‘plucked pigeon’, following a series of discombobulating and dishevelling events – a frantic dash to find a lavatory, being shadowed by the security guard from festival sponsor Chopard, fending off the attentions of a Harvey Weinstein-like figure. Despite her serious reservations about the frivolity of the look that has been imposed on her, Binoche nevertheless gathers herself to deliver her keynote address regarding the inclusion of women in the film industry, for which she receives a standing ovation at the glitzy opening of the Cannes Film Festival.



Andréa’s insouciant attitude to fashion is not shared by the character Camille, who is the unacknowledged illegitimate daughter of Mathias. On starting her work as an intern at the agency, she is deciding what to wear for her important first day. She despairingly tells her mother, Annick (Isabelle Candelier): ‘The girls in Paris are so lissome. I don’t know how they do it.’ Her mother replies: ‘They eat bird seed and scowl, that’s all.’


[image: Illustration]

Relaxing with her feet up in the office, Andréa (left) is informal in a black jumpsuit featuring military detailing in the flapped breast pockets and metallic buttons, which she accessorises with a single silver metal bangle. She allows herself an injection of colour with deep-red suede cowboy boots, a style originally worn by cowboys in Spain and always identified by a rounded pointed toe and a Cuban heel. Gabriel is equally informal in a charcoal grey cashmere sweater worn with jeans and Superga trainers. Arlette is holding her constant companion, Jean Gabin, a canine namesake of the male lead in La Bête Humaine (1938).





 

 

 


SCHITT’S CREEK

DEBRA HANSON (2015–2020)



In its final season, Schitt’s Creek secured a record number of Emmy comedy nominations. Co-created and produced by father and son Eugene and Daniel Levy, it provides a life-enhancing, warm and witty foray into the way an ostentatious and wealthy family cope when they lose all their money and become homeless and poor. Homeless, that is, apart from the rundown town of Schitt’s Creek in Ontario, bought as a joke in 1991 by the patriarch of the family, Johnny Rose (Eugene Levy), as a birthday present for his son David (Dan Levy). The series follows the family of Johnny, his soap-opera actor wife, Moira (Catherine O’Hara), and their pampered adult children, David and Alexis (Annie Murphy), as they struggle to adjust. Their town becomes the haven of last resort for the Roses when the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) strips them of their assets after the exposure of the fraudulent machinations of the business manager of their video-store empire. The family are forced to decant from their former mansion into just two rooms in the shabby Schitt’s Creek Motel. The vestiges of their former lives reside solely in the wardrobe inventory they have salvaged from the grasp of the IRS and in their enduring sense of entitlement. Costume designer Debra Hanson confirms:

‘Their money was taken away, their jewellery was taken away, their house, their furniture, what did they have left? All the clothes that they could pack into a trunk.’




[image: Illustration]

The Rose family, Alexis, Johnny, Moira and David in front of their new living accommodation, the Rosebud Motel. David wears his skirt ‘that isn’t a skirt’. His loyalty to graphic black and white garments chimes with the palette adopted by his mother, Moira, although his degendered fashion experiments of mismatched socks, kilts and shorts are comprehensively eclipsed by Moira’s more-is-more styling excesses. She is in couture accessorised with a grosgrain necklace. Alexis provides a contrast in her bohemian-inspired paisley, favouring brands throughout the series such as Isabel Marant, Celine and Chloé. Besuited Johnny, as always, is dressed for business.




[image: Illustration]

Actor Catherine O’Hara proposed that Moira’s theatricality should take inspiration from the aesthetic of heiress and socialite, Daphne Guinness, British style icon and muse to the late Alexander McQueen. She also favours strictly tailored and monochrome outfits from Parisian couturiers such as Givenchy and Balenciaga. With Johnny, as ever, in sober counterpoint of dark business suit and immaculate white shirt, Moira dazzles in a graphic, houndstooth print in the form of a tailored suit, re-proportioned with both cropped jacket and gaucho trouser by Dsquared2. Each of her many wigs is personalised with a name and they are collectively known by Moira as ‘The Girls’ – a hirsute menagerie, festooning the wall of her motel room like so many trophies.



The gleeful hyperbole of characterisation enjoyed by the designer and her assistant Darci Cheyne in defining the externalised identities of the cast of Schitt’s Creek is a convincing model of the synergies of costume, narrative and character. The designers embraced the proactive contributions made by the principal actors involved – even to the extent that co-creator, co-producer and cast lead, Dan Levy, trawled eBay and Etsy for many of the pieces used in the series. In his role as David, the definitively fluid Sweater Boy in his gothic couture is foil to the persistent orthodoxy of button-down collars and sober business suits from Hugo Boss and Ermenegildo Zegna worn by his father, Johnny.


[image: Illustration]

Moira and Alexis share breakfast at their daily haunt, Café Tropical. Alexis consumes a wholesome green smoothie, appropriate to the innocence of her nude-varnished nails and flounced white shirt dress from Self Portrait. In contrast, Moira is more heavy-handed, with black-nailed fingers laden with upscale rings, which add accent to a commanding double button-line, Chanel-style jacket in black. By continuing to wear indulgent designer pieces from their former life of luxury, their adjustment and integration into the rhythms of their rural community at first prove problematic.




[image: Illustration]

David eventually becomes a successful entrepreneur with the opening of the Rose Apothecary selling upmarket unguents with his business partner Patrick Brewer (Noah Reid). His disarming mohair intarsia sweater is one of a flamboyant cavalcade of 180 sweaters over eighty episodes, which were sourced and assigned to David. His extensive wardrobe of graphic textured knits include those designed by Christopher Kane, Marc Jacobs, Alexander McQueen, Givenchy and Yves Saint Laurent.




[image: Illustration]

Alexis organises an ‘immersive experience’ of living crows for the premiere of Moira’s film appearance in the psychological thriller The Crows Have Eyes, Part III the Crowening taking place in the town hall. Still in their finery, the family go into debrief mode, checking out the public response in their motel room, only to find that the event has gone viral. Star of the show-within-a-show, Moira, is released from her usual excess by a design from Pamella Roland, a floating rose-gold gown, embellished with beading and ostrich feathers. Daughter Alexis shimmers in a sensuous, asymmetrically draped, lamé minidress by Yves Saint Laurent.



The series is character driven, the plot lines concerned only with small-town problems and events. The overriding theme is one of due regard to family and friends as they learn to value their time together under duress. As Moira says, ‘Mindless bickering is a luxury we may no longer afford.’


[image: Illustration]

In the ultimate episode of the final season, the wedding of David and Patrick is a poignant and joyous occasion, a ‘happy ending’ for them both. Moira is there to officiate at the nuptials, radiant in a cream, gold-trimmed McQueen gown. Her most fabulous wig, a knee-length, shimmering cascade of white gold, is anchored by a lofty bishop’s mitre.



Rebranded as the Rosebud Motel, the venue eventually becomes successful enough to be sold on as a franchise across North America. Subsequently – their prosperity restored – the family disperse.



 

 

 


GRACE AND FRANKIE

ALLYSON FANGER (2015–2022)



With an ensemble cast of Hollywood veterans, the comedy drama Grace and Frankie created by Marta Kauffman and Howard J. Morris, explores what happens when an unexpected announcement blows apart a four-cornered friendship. Grace Hanson (Jane Fonda) an acerbic and reluctantly retired cosmetics mogul and Frankie Bergstein (Lily Tomlin) a bohemian art teacher in pursuit of all things spiritual are respectively married to Robert (Martin Sheen) and Sol (Sam Waterston), who are partners in a successful divorce practice in San Diego. When Frankie and Grace meet up for dinner with their husbands the men tell their wives that they are gay, that they have been having an affair for twenty years and want to get married. Shocked, disbelieving and angry, the two women take refuge in the beach house that the two couples own jointly, leading to a comedic narrative that sparks the chemistry between Fonda and Tomlin, first seen together in the film 9 to 5 (1980).


[image: Illustration]

Remaining true to her hippy past, Frankie’s patchwork kimono is worn over a T-shirt, an homage to the late reggae star Bob Marley and a reference to her occasional indulgence in marijuana. Sourced from eclectic outlets such as Harari, Alembika and Bryn Walker, costume designer Allyson Fanger also makes special pieces for Frankie whenever the occasion arises. In keeping with her love of one-of-a-kind craft pieces, Frankie’s jewellery is sourced from small-label artisans.



The women’s opposing personalities are expressed in fashion choices curated by Emmy-nominated costume designer Allyson Fanger. She is dismissive of the fact that the leading ladies are in their eighties:

‘At no point do either of them give up their unique style to adhere to “older lady” clothing. For them, that would be giving up their identities to fade into obscurity, to become ordinary, regular, predictable, or – at the very worst – completely thoughtless when it comes to personal expression through wardrobe choices.’


[image: Illustration]

Grace’s formal top-handle handbag, fitted trouser suit and kitten-heeled court shoes are in marked contrast to Frankie’s loosely fitting knitted layers, cross-body bag and clogs. These are worn with a hippy favourite, Zouave trousers. Balloon-legged with a low crotch and caught in at the ankle, the trousers are named after the uniform of the French Zouaves, who modelled their uniform on the dress of the Algerian Army. Frankie’s wayward greying curls, unlike Grace’s perfectly coiffed highlights, also emphasise the women’s differing aesthetic and approach to life.




[image: Illustration]

Grace’s favoured colourful, crisply tailored shirts are created from vintage printed fabrics and designed and constructed by Fanger. Gently fitted and with bracelet-length sleeves, Grace habitually wears them with a popped collar with the top button undone, to Frankie’s exasperation. ‘You want to get your head out of your collar,’ she remarks. Even Grace’s informal clothes define her desire to be perceived as glamorous. Frankie exudes her signature laid-back style in one of her numerous kaftans.
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Roland Mouret’s expertise at sculpting the body with form-fitting garments was first seen in his iconic Galaxy dress in 2005. His Queensbury cut-out shoulder cape dress exactly fulfils the desire of Brianna (left) to combine sex appeal with sophisticated tailoring when she takes over the helm at her mother’s beauty-products empire.
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Brianna as a new entrepreneur is power dressing in an emerald green trouser suit from the upmarket label Gabriela Hearst. Mallory is in a ba&sh floral-printed, chiffon blouse that emphasises her role as an unthreatening stay-at-home mother. Caught in the middle is Grace, in one of her signature shirts. All three women are blonde but their hair is styled according to their role in the drama: Mallory has soft side-sweeping curls, Brianna has a power bob and Grace has structured highlights layered away from her face for maximum lift.



As befits an alpha female and successful businesswoman, Grace has steely self-control, evidenced by her high-maintenance routines, and takes pleasure in her perfection, which
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AND JUST LIKE THAT...

MOLLY ROGERS (2021–)
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ONLY MURDERS IN THE BUILDING

DANA COVARRUBIAS (HULU 2021–)
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